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"Our h i s to r i ca l  rel iance on the seas for our economic 
and secur i ty  requirements, coupled with the fact that 
the major i ty  of con f l i c ts  w i l l  be located along the 
l i t t o r a l  drives us toward the development of a strategy 
that is maritime in na tu re . . . "  

The above quote from General A. M. Gray in May 1990, could 

just  as well have been made by the eighth Commandant of the Marine 

Corps, Colonel Charles G. McCawley, during conversations with 

Captain Alfred Thayer Mahan at the Naval War College in 1890. 

Mahan would cer ta in ly  have agreed with both Commandants as 

evidenced by his statement, "seapower is more than navies for i t  

includes not only the m i l i t a r y  strength af loat  . . .  but also the 

peaceful commerce and shipping . . . .  " An analysis of the 

a p p l i c a b i l i t y  of Mahan's thoughts to the modern scene w i l l  support 

that they are just  as relevant in today's age of advanced 

technology as when f i r s t  wr i t ten.  This can best be reinforced by 

explaining Mahan's concept of maritime power in contemporary terms. 

Maritime power is a comprehensive and complex system that 

contains two subsystems: seapower and seaforce. Each of these 

subsystems has i ts  own specialized a t t r ibu tes .  The whole, in i ts  

operation, re f lec ts  a national maritime pol icy or strategy. This 

is the systematic maintenance and use of maritime power to support 

and advance national well being under conditions of internat ional  

competition. Maritime power is generated by an economic a c t i v i t y  

that produces surpluses for exchange to be disposed of through 

seaborne trade. This process requires the necessary in f ras t ruc ture  

of sh ip-bu i ld ing,  ship repair ,  cargo handling, etc. for i t s  

operation. Without such machinery in place, domestic and foreign 

markets cannot be developed, cargoes cannot be found, ships cannot 



be moved, and whatever maritime potential a nation may have cannot 

become a r e a l i t y .  

Seapower is a s p e c i a l i z e d  subsys tem of sea movement.  I t s  

b a s i c  e lemen t  i s  merchan t  s h i p p i n g .  Wi th  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  s u p p o r t i n g  

f a c i l i t i e s  m e n t i o n e d  above,  seapower can be presumed t o  compete 

s u c c e s s f u l l y  in  w o r l d  commerce. The sea movement c a p a c i t y  o f  

seapower sys tems s t e a d i l y  adds t o  m a r i t i m e  w e a l t h  and i n f l u e n c e ,  

and t h e  end p r o d u c t  is  m a r i t i m e  dominance.  Seapower is  an exposed 

system, open to every variety of interference, from political and 

economic impediment to armed attack. It requires organized 

protection. 

Seaforce is a subsystem designed primarily for the support and 

d e f e n s e  o f  seapower .  W h i l e  seapower i s  s h i p p i n g ,  bases and t h e i r  

s u p p o r t i n g  f i x t u r e s ,  s e a f o r c e  i s  a navy .  I t  i s  an armed f o r c e  

a v a i l a b l e  t o  guard  and keep open c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  between p o i n t s  o f  

s a f e t y  and home bases .  However,  as t h e  s p e c i a l  uses t h a t  c o u l d  be 

made o f  seapower came t o  be more f u l l y  a p p r e c i a t e d ,  p o l i c y  makers 

tended to give a lower p r i o r i t y  to the primary and o r i g ina l  

funct ion of seaforce - the support and defense of seapower. 

In Mahan's view, maritime power is a system formed of d i s t i n c t  

but in te r lock ing  elements working to advance a nat ion 's  pos i t ion 

in the world. I t  works as a stimulus to a na t ion 's  t o t a l  capacity 

to produce and inf luence i t s  esteem throughout the world. I t  uses 

i t s  seapower component o f fens ive ly  in commercial competi t ion. I t  

uses i t s  seaforce component defensively in a world of emerging 

c o n f l i c t .  Mahan constant ly stressed that  what he described was a 
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t i g h t l y  kn i t  system of f a c i l i t i e s ,  commercial ca r r i e rs ,  and naval 

f l ee t s  and that  no one of these elements could be allowed to become 

inadequate without the system losing i t s  ef fect iveness.  

Mahan's concepts remain as current today as they were over one 

hundred years ago.  Just a year or so ago who would have imagined 

the Marshal of the Soviet Union v i s i t i n g  m i l i t a r y  bases in the 

United States and attending a garden party at the Commandant of the 

Marine Corps' house, or the United States Marine Corps Band on tour 

in the Soviet Union. In spi te of the revolut ionary changes in 

in ternat iona l  re la t ions  there are three things that  w i l l  remain 

constant in the foreseeable fu ture and thus secure Mahan's thoughts 

on maritime power. F i r s t ,  the United States w i l l  continue to re ly  

on the sea for  i t s  economic and p o l i t i c a l  l i ve l ihood .  Second, the 

Soviet Union w i l l  be the only country in the world that  has the 

capab i l i t y  to challenge our way of l i f e .  And t h i r d ,  independent 

of the actions of the United States and the Soviet Union to reduce 

tensions, the rest  of the world is becoming more economically 

interdependent, but more p o l i t i c a l l y  independent. 

The United States has always been and w i l l  always be t i ed  to 

the sea. Our geopo l i t i ca l  pos i t ion is that  of an island nat ion, 

with f ra te rna l  neighbors at our borders while l inked to the rest  

of the world through mul t ip le  overseas a l l iances and maritime trade 

routes. We have spent the greater part of our na t ion 's  h is to ry  

looking at the oceans as a buf fer ,  protected from d i rec t  th rea t  by 

a cont inental  land power. Yet, we are l inked to the res t  of the 

globe by trade, a l l i ance ,  and - yes, th reat  - a s i t ua t i on  that  
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requires forceful, intelligent use of the seas. 

M a r i t i m e  power i s  a t  t h e  h e a r t  o f  ou r  a b i l i t y  t o  i n f l u e n c e  

i n t e r n a t i o n a l  even t s  by v i r t u e  o f  p o l i t i c s ,  economics ,  s t r a t e g y  

and c u l t u r e .  S ince  t h e  end o f  Wor ld  War I I ,  we have been d e e p l y  

i n v o l v e d  in  a sys tem o f  m u l t i p l e  a l l i a n c e s  s t r e t c h i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  

seas.  As t h e  l e a d e r  in  t h e s e  g l o b a l  m a r i t i m e  c o a l i t i o n s ,  t h e  

U n i t e d  S t a t e s  must o p e r a t e  f l e e t s  c a p a b l e  o f  s a i l i n g  in  s t r e n g t h  

on e v e r y  ocean.  

M a r i t i m e  power e n a b l e s  us t o  q u i c k l y  b r i n g  t o  bear  m o b i l e ,  

f l e x i b l e  f o r c e s  d u r i n g  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c r i s e s ,  and h e l p s  form t h e  

bond t h a t  h o l d s  our  m a r i t i m e  c o a l i t i o n  o f  f r e e  n a t i o n s  t o g e t h e r .  

We a re  bound t o  t h e  seas by our  i n v o l v e m e n t  in  a complex and g l o b a l  

economy. P e t r o l e u m ,  s t r a t e g i c  m i n e r a l s ,  h i gh  t e c h n o l o g y  i m p o r t s ,  

and many o t h e r  v i t a l  p r o d u c t s  and raw m a t e r i a l s  must come t o  us v i a  

t h e  seas .  And most o f  t h e  a reas  w h e r e i n  t h e s e  r e s o u r c e s  a re  f ound  

a re  e i t h e r  on t h e  w o r l d ' s  l i t t o r a l s  or  r e a c h a b l e  f rom them. How 

i m p o r t a n t  i s  t h i s ?  A m e r i c a ' s  economic  f a t e  i s  i n s e p a r a b l y  l i n k e d  

t o  t h e  f o r t u n e s  o f  t r a d i n g  p a r t n e r s ,  ene rgy  s u p p l i e r s ,  c a p i t a l  

markets and foreign firms across the world. The industrial process 

has become so intertwined that some essential military hardware, 

the F-16 f i gh te r  for  example, cannot be produced in t h i s  country 

without foreign made components. 

Naval forces have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been the forces of choice in 

response to threats to our nat ional in teres ts .  They have been used 

in about eighty percent of the more than two hundred occasions 

since World War i l  in which U.S. forces have been cal led upon for 



rapid response. Most of the capitals of our allies and our trading 

partners are located on the periphery of continental land masses. 

If the United States is to effectively participate in mutual 

defense of its own and its allies interests, we must have forces 

either deployed close to or capable of rapidly closing upon regions 

of potential conflict. 

In t h e  pas t  s e v e r a l  y e a r s ,  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  has p l a c e d  

i n c r e a s e d  emphasis  on t he  r o l e  o f  nava l  f o r c e s  in f o r w a r d  

dep loymen t  because o f  t h e  c h a n g i n g  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  e n v i r o n m e n t .  

S ince  1950 t h e r e  has been a s i x t y  p e r c e n t  dec rease  in  t he  number 

o f  o v e r s e a s  b a s i n g  f a c i l i t i e s .  However,  t h e r e  has been no d e c r e a s e  

in our  o v e r s e a s  i n t e r e s t s .  To t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  

r e l i e s  more h e a v i l y  on o v e r s e a s  t r a d e  t h a n  ever  b e f o r e .  Forward  

d e p l o y e d  nava l  f o r c e s  g i v e  us t h e  f l e x i b i l i t y  and m o b i l i t y  t o  

protect t h e s e  i n t e r e s t s .  Maritime f o r c e s  o p e r a t e  in international 

waters and are independent of basing agreements and overflight 

rights. 

Mahan has t o l d  us t h a t  g i v e n  t h e  r e l a t i o n  between w e a l t h  and 

maritime commerce, the sea is i nev i tab ly  the major arena of 

competit ion and c o n f l i c t  among nations aspi r ing to wea]th and power 

and that an a b i l i t y  to control  movement on the sea is ch ief  among 

the purely material  elements determining the comparative power and 

prosper i ty  of nations. 

Does the United States conform to Mahan's concepts today? We 

s t i l l  produce and exchange products. Shipping, the instrument of 

the exchange of products, remains ava i lab le .  However, in the one 

t 
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hundred years since Mahan wrote on the use of the sea, United 

States colonies and bases or na t iona l l y  held points of safety have 

been reduced instead of enlarged as Mahan recommended to protect  

the operations of shipping. This reduction of safe havens has been 

f i l l e d  by a great increase in the importance of Mahan's last  

requirement for maritime power - the need for an armed force, a 

forward deployed maritime force, to be avai lable to guard and keep 

open the l ines of communication. Achievement of these 

interdependent elements is the key to understanding the po l i c ies  

and actions of nations that  use the sea and for whom the use of the 

sea is v i t a l  to national existence. 

Yes, Mahan's thoughts on maritime power are s t i l l  relevant 

today. The one weakened concept of maintaining overseas havens is 

replaced by the premise of forward maritime deployment. I t  is the 

heart of a transoceanic strategy which intends to inf luence events 

at sea and on shore through command of the seas. Just as the 

forward presence of United States naval forces has contr ibuted to 

the deterrence of c o n f l i c t  with the Soviet Union, i t  has enabled 

us to promote regional s t a b i l i t y  throughout the world. Carr ier  and 

bat t lesh ip  groups, along with forward deployed Marines, have come 

to represent the commitment and resolve of the United States to 

preserve regiona| s t a b i | i t y  and freedom of the seas. 
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